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During a recent interview with Inter Press Service in Rome, Luis Botero, UN Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) environment and energy expert, said foreign debt should be swapped to
finance projects in Latin America for sustainable agriculture and rational use of natural resources.
Debt swap arrangements have been applied in some nations, including Costa Rica, but thus
far the programs cover only environmental conservation and not agricultural production and
development. Botero said the World Bank has not yet adopted the debt swap system. FAO's
definition of sustainable agriculture is the management and conservation of natural resources with
the help of modern technology, to satisfy the needs of the present and future generations. According
to Botero, the high cost of sustainable agricultural projects should be defrayed by advanced
industrialized nations, since they have an "ecological debt" to Latin America. These nations, he
said, over-exploit the region's arable land and forests and pay low prices for regional exports, while
simultaneously pressuring poor nations to meet debt obligations. Next, Botero said that since 80%
of carbon dioxide released in the atmosphere is produced by industrialized nations, they should
assume responsibility for ecological damage caused by such emissions. Among numerous problems
involved in developing sustainable agriculture, said Botero, are inequitable land tenure structures
which force impoverished farmers to practice slash-and-burn and other "migratory" techniques.
Such activity takes place in agricultural frontier areas, or ecologically fragile terrain not generally
considered suitable for ongoing cash crop farming. Botero mentioned Costa Rica as an example
where unequal land distribution leads farmers to exploit the land without adequate technology.
Next, in Latin America farmers commonly improvise agricultural technology, based on inadequate
traditional techniques. Consequently, said Botero, the transfer of technology is necessary to
guarantee the rational use of the region's natural resources. Population growth also poses a problem
for the application of sustainable agriculture, according to Botero. El Salvador and Haiti are two
of the most glaring cases of the sheer absence of reserve lands. The Latin American population is
growing at an average 2.1% per year. The current figure of 430 million means an average of 0.42 ha.
of arable land per inhabitant. Another obstacle to developing sustainable agriculture is farmers' low
income and lack of political clout. Farmers often have no economic incentives to use appropriate
technology, and lack financial resources to develop appropriate production techniques. (Basic data
from Inter Press Service, 09/20/91)
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